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Higher education in Singapore is evolving, and Dr. Tony Tan, the recently elected President of 
Singapore, shared his vision for the “futures” of higher education at a Sim Kee Boon Institute for 
Financial Economics Public Lecture Series, held at the Singapore Management University in July. “I say 
“futures” because there is no single vision for the future of higher education. The reason is simply this: the 
future is unpredictable and the only constant in today’s globalised economy is change,” Tan noted. 
While not intending to extrapolate from the past, the former deputy prime minister divided his speech into the 
past, present and then the future; first looking back at the development of the higher education sector and its 
role in Singapore’s economic and social development. From the establishment of a college of medicine in 1905 
to the formation of the University of Singapore in 1962, alongside the founding of Nanyang University, and 
Ngee Ann Polytechnic, education institutions prepared young people for careers in industry and commerce. 
With less than 3 per cent admitted in 1965, however, access to higher education was limited, and most people 
began their work-life without post-secondary education. The evolution of the economy from a labour-intensive 
to a more capital driven one called for a higher value-added focus. There was a need to move up the value 
chain; a need to train the people to match these requirements. Tan noted, “Ever since Singapore’s 
independence, higher education has been the cornerstone of our strategy for growth and nation building.” 
With the growing emphasis on innovation and a knowledge-based economy in the 1990s, the government 
created “a new institution that was closer to the American-style of broad-based education, which we hoped 
would capture and foster the entrepreneurial spirit”, and hence the Singapore Management University (SMU) 
was founded. Enrolment at all the universities today had grown from 5 per cent in 1980 to 26 per cent in 2010, 
and is projected to reach 30 per cent by 2015. 
The polytechnic sector had also grown, from two, prior to independence, to its current five. These five train 43 
per cent of the cohort in 2010. The Institute of Technical Education (ITE) was re-constituted as a post 
secondary institution in 1992, and provided industry-relevant training to 22 per cent of the cohort, “ensuring 
that no young Singaporean leaves our education system without the skills he or she needs to make a living”. 
Think global, think local 
While Tan believes in a “Singaporeans first” policy in higher education, he was quick to clarify that 
“Singaporeans first” was different from “Singaporeans only”. “We should not make it too difficult for 
international talent to come to Singapore. Finding the right balance is not going to be easy but we must try,” he 
said. 
Besides the inherent problems associated with protectionism, he pointed out that closing the doors to 
foreigners would have limited the inflow of talented people who were presently contributing to the country. It 
would hinder collaborative research, the same type of research that had boosted Singapore universities into the 
top global universities’ league. Soft power or influence through “positioning our institutions of higher 
education as part of a global network, with alumni going on to leadership positions around the world, positions 
Singapore well, secures relations with other countries and brings further benefits to Singapore”, he added. 
“In retrospect, what we have achieved in our higher education sector over the past decades may be an easier 
accomplishment compared with the difficult tasks ahead. Up to now, we have had role models … Today, we 
are no longer playing catch-up with Britain, the United States, or anyone else. Today, we have to start charting 
our own path,” he noted. 
Today’s global trends brings its own sets of challenges. With rapid growth in the developing world, especially 
China and India, there is an increased pressure on Singapore to maintain a highly-skilled workforce. To stay 
ahead of neighbours who possess greater natural resources and manpower requires an able and adaptable 
workforce that can upgrade its skills or develop new ones. 
With rising affluence, new classes of jobs are being created in the services and entertainment sectors. These 
present a wide range of new occupations and careers. And with a longer life expectancy, people can also have 
longer and more diverse careers. He said, “The challenge for higher education today, then, is to be more 
flexible — but without compromising the standards of excellence in education for which Singapore is known.” 
As for the “futures”, he declared, “One thing is clear: Singapore must remain an open society, even though it 
will face even more competition in the years ahead.” 
Comprehensiveness, openness, flexibility 
Tan shared three foundational principles to guide the subsequent development of higher education here. 
He felt that comprehensiveness or the offerings of the “widest range of programmes to the widest range of 
people” is important. This includes multiple paths of higher education, namely the ITEs, polytechnics and 
universities that cater both to the needs of the economy and students’ inclinations. He said, “For individuals, 
this principle of comprehensiveness means learning widely even as one develops specialist skills.” 
This widening of educational options is already happening, with the expansion of courses at both National 
University of Singapore (NUS) and the Nanyang Technological University (NTU), through new institutions 
such as the Yale-NUS Liberal Arts College and the Lee Kong Chian School of Medicine respectively. A fourth 
university, the Singapore University of Technology and Design (SUTD), will offer a novel multi-disciplinary 
curriculum focused on design thinking, innovation and entrepreneurship. 
The promotion of arts education is important, to balance the strong emphasis on science and technology. Arts 
institutions such as LASALLE and the Nanyang Academy of Fine Arts (NAFA) “have played an important 
role in developing skilled manpower for the arts and creative industries in Singapore.” 
Flexibility was the next principle. In the past, “linear” education paths prevented one from switching mid-
stream to take alternative routes. He felt that this was limiting both to education and to human potential; an 
untenable trend, moving forward. “We need to ensure that our learners are flexible and nimble, able to seize 
opportunities and capitalise on them”, he added. 
Newly established Singapore Institute of Technology provides polytechnic graduates with opportunities to 
upgrade through industry-relevant degrees in partnership with overseas universities and polytechnics. 
Continuing Education and Training (CET) programmes are also important to “prepare our workforce for a 
more dynamic future and a longer working life”, and these include part-time diploma and degree programmes 
at both public and private institutions, such as UniSIM. 
Post-graduate schools, such as the Duke-NUS Graduate Medical School served as an avenue for those who 
wished to switch careers after some years of work experience in a different field, allowing them to realise their 
dreams. 
Finally, openness is important because “in a world of tough competition and scarce resources, our institutions 
must leverage their local, regional and global networks to attract and retain the very best students and faculty, 
prepare local students for global careers and to be at the cutting edge of research,” Tan said. Exchange and 
immersion programmes at institutes of higher learning, along with collaborative research with leading overseas 
institutions can move Singapore in that direction. 
He also highlighted the important role that private foundations play by giving back to society through 
donations to educational institutions. Tan suggested that it would be beneficial for higher education if private 
and corporate initiatives extended beyond financial support to also include mentorship, research collaboration 
and other learning opportunities. 
“Other than training manpower and promoting research and development, our higher education sector must 
also contribute to society,” he said, noting that SMU took the lead among the universities to make public 
service a prerequisite for graduation. Other local universities have since created similar programmes. “The role 
of higher education is not just to prepare one for a job, but for a contributing role in society and for life … Our 
institutions must nurture the idealism of their students into lifelong commitments to work for the betterment of 
society,” he concluded. 
 
